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"The housing issue was an immediate problem, but we knew it would have
even more long-range complications." (Henry Renteria, Director of Emergency
Services, Oakland, California, 1989)

5.1 Typical Situation

The loss of dwelling units reduces the inventory of local housing and adds to the
community's homeless population. Elements of the displaced population may never have
looked to government for housing assistance of any kind, but others traditionally have been
dependent on government support for their housing. The economic status, values, attitudes
and expectations of each segment vary greatly.

Because wood-frame, single-family (or small multi-family) dwellings built since the mid-
1950's generally perform very well, residents of these structures probably will not require
housing assistance unless their homes are damaged severely. The greatest percentage of
earthquake-caused homeless will fall into the following groups: (1) residents of older,
unreinforced masonry apartment buildings (often low-income, elderly and non-English
speaking); (2) residents of older (pre-mid 1950's), wood-frame houses because these
structures usually have inadequate foundations, are not anchored to foundations or have
inadequate bracing; (3) tenants in large apartment buildings that have open first stories such
as ground-level and subground-level parking spaces because these structures tend to
perform poorly; and (4) a scattering of others, depending on their particular circumstances.

The quantity of displaced residents depends on the shaking intensity in the area and the
number of buildings and occupants at risk in the community. In general, the repair and
reconstruction of housing follows a well-understood process. Phase one is the use of
emergency shelters such as those set up in local schools. People accept them for the short
term (a few days to two weeks), until other solutions become available. But many prefer to
stay with friends and relatives. Some camp or live in trailers or recreational vehicles on

Earthquake Recovery Planning Guidelines 39



Housing Displaced Persons and Families

their property because many prefer to remain in or near their residences and strenuously
resist relocation to other areas.

Phase two involves the repair of lightly damaged residences or the provision of temporary
housing such as mobile homes. Homeowners with adequate funds independently secure
contract help or do the work themselves. Some have insurance or qualify for commercial
or low-interest government loans such as those available through the Small Business
Administration. Those without such resources expect financial or in-kind government
assistance and make up the greatest workload for community officials.

Phase three is the long-term reconstruction (and, perhaps, betterment) of the community's
housing stock. Again, those people who are able to repair and rebuild on their existing
sites probably will do so. Those who are dependent on government support find local
replacement housing with assistance, voluntarily relocate to nearby (or distant)
communities, await the repair or rebuilding of large-occupancy buildings or become part of
the chronically homeless. The last situation is particularly true in communities that have a
major shortage of low-income housing, suffer extensive losses to that stock and have no
nearby communities with housing capacity.

5.2 Key Issues Likely to be Raised

1. Can the structure continue to be occupied and who determines
that and when? There is a general unwillingness to vacate buildings. If
evacuation is necessary, tenants and owners want to know quickly so that
they can take appropriate actions. This creates a massive inspection
workload for which the building department probably does not have
adequate staff. A system for using professional volunteers and posting
buildings will be needed. More-detailed inspections might have to follow
preliminary inspections. In addition, aftershocks often require reinspection
and may change the status of a posted building. Moreover, some, perhaps
many, occupants will fear returning to buildings in which they live or work.
Structurally unimportant but visible damage could accentuate this problem.
Local officials should be ready to provide reassurance to people
experiencing such fear.

Earthquake Recovery Planning Guidelines 40


















